Herpes simplex virus type-1 latency inhibits dendritic growth in sympathetic neurons.
Herpes simplex virus type-1 (HSV-1) initially infects mucoepithelial tissues of the orofacial region, the eye and to a lesser extent the genitalia. Subsequently, the virus is retrogradely transported through the axons of the sensory and sympathetic neurons to their nuclei, where the virus establishes a life-long latent infection. During this latency period, the viral genome is transcriptionally silent except for a single region encoding the latency-associated transcript (LAT). LAT has been shown to affect apoptosis, but little else is known regarding its effects on neurons. To understand how HSV-1 latency might affect dendrites in sympathetic neurons, we transfected primary cultures of sympathetic neurons obtained from rat embryos, with LAT expressing plasmids. LAT inhibited initial dendritic growth and induced dendritic retraction in sympathetic neurons. Latent HSV-1 infection of cultured sympathetic neurons inhibited dendritic growth indicating that this is likely also a consequence of natural infection.